
There appears to be some consensus that there is a moral crisis in South
Africa. Politicians, religious leaders and social commentators have all spoken
about the breakdown in morality. The most commonly cited evidence of the
crisis is crime – specifically crimes involving violence or those which involve
citizens avoiding their basic duties and obligations to the state or to each
other.  The moral regeneration initiative was one response to this crisis,
emerging in parallel to countless initiatives aimed at reducing crime, some of
which have themselves contained explicit appeals to morals, values or ethics.
The moral regeneration effort has, though, remained separate from the various
crime prevention policies and programmes. 

The link between crime and moral breakdown is a very old one in social
theory, pre-dating modern western sociology, but most famously espoused by
the French sociologist Emile Durkheim at the turn of the 19th century, and
then by 1930’s American sociologist Merton, in their theories of anomie or
‘normlessness’. Durkheim described social systems of moral regulation as
being in a critical or chronic state, near collapse, with severe consequences
for individuals: 

People are not endowed at birth with fixed appetites and ambitions. On
the contrary, their purposes and aspirations are shaped by the
generalized opinions and reactions of others, by a collective
conscience, that can appear through social ritual and routine to be
externally derived, solid and objective. When society is disturbed by
rapid change or major disorder, however, that semblance of solidity
and objectivity can itself founder, and people may no longer find their
ambitions subject to effective social discipline. It is hard to live outside
the reassuring structures of social life, and the condition of anomie is
experienced as a ‘malady of infinite aspiration’, accompanied by
weariness, disillusionment, disturbance, agitation and discontent.1

The concept of anomie as a crisis resulting from social change, echoes with
the explanations of crime put forward in South Africa’s national crime
prevention strategy (see chapter 2). However, sociologists are generally ill-

This monograph aims to chart the development of the moral regeneration
campaign, and assess its relevance to the national crime prevention effort in
South Africa. The campaign was initiated by former President Mandela in
1997, in an engagement with religious leaders from various faiths in South
Africa. It has since taken on a variety of forms, and its messages have taken
on political, religious and secular, ethical, and nation-building aspects. The
campaign for moral regeneration, albeit difficult and diffuse, has been an
interesting and unique effort in the context of crime prevention and the
rebuilding of social fabric in post-apartheid South Africa.

While this monograph focuses on the moral regeneration campaign supported
by the South African government, it is worth noting that there is a range of
initiatives generated by NGOs that could also be described as contributing to
moral regeneration. These include early childhood development and
parenting-support interventions; restorative justice initiatives; various youth
development programmes, especially those aimed at assisting teens with the
rites of passage into adulthood; or projects which aim to divert and support
young people who are at risk of involvement in crime. Elsewhere in the
government sphere, efforts by the Revenue Service and by municipalities to
encourage payment of taxes and service charges could also be described as
contributing to the development of a new morality, but these will not be
examined here. 

This monograph will also focus on the crime preventive aspects of the moral
regeneration initiative, noting that, although the campaign has been strongly
focused on the reduction of criminality, this is not its only content. We are
therefore not engaging with the full breadth of the campaign as it is currently
evolving. It should be noted that the campaign is dynamic and changes
direction and emphasis from time to time. This monograph should therefore
only be taken as a reflection of developments up to the end of 2004.

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1

THE LINKS BETWEEN 
CRIME AND MORAL BREAKDOWN




